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Why is action needed? 
 Throughout much of the world, 
historical imbalances in 
decision-making power and 
access to resources, rights and 
entitlements have created 
inequalities between men and 
women. Either by law or by 
custom, women in many 
countries still lack fundamental 
rights and their participation in 
politics is particularly low. 
 In developing countries, women 
are often not entitled to own 
land and inherit property. Where 
property and land rights are 
required as collateral, women’s 
access to financial services is 
consequently also limited. 
 Education is one of the most 
important means for women to 
acquire the knowledge, skills 
and self-confidence needed to 
earn and improve their 
livelihoods. On average, a child 
whose mother has no education 
is tw  
 to have children who attend and 
complete their primary 
education. Despite enrolment 
ratios are rising and the gender 
gap is slowly narrowing, about 
whose mother has no education 
is twice as likely to be out of 
school as a child whose mother 
has some education. 
 While there is no strong evidence 
that women are systematically 
poorer than men, it is harder for 
women to escape from poverty 
because of the constraints they 
face in accessing economic 
opportunities, productive 
resources, and markets and 
because of their greater sensitivity 
to shocks in income, prices, and 
labour demand. 
 Rural women’s productive and 
reproductive activities are often 
hidden, dispersed, informal or 
inadequately taken into account in 
national statistics. Consequently, 
it is difficult to assess and 
acknowledge women’s 
contribution to the rural labour 
force and to national economies. 
SARD and Women 
Did you know? 
 Rural women are responsible for 
half of the world’s food production 
and between 60 and 80 percent 
of the food produced in 
developing countries. Rural 
women are also the main 
producers of the world’s staple 
crops of rice, wheat, and maize, 
which provide up to 90 percent of 
the food intake of the rural poor. 
 Despite their contribution to world 
food security and the fact that 
their principal source of income is 
agriculture, 70 percent of the poor 
in rural areas are women. Women 
own only 2 percent of the land 
and access less than 10 
percent% of credit. 
 Almost two thirds of the world's 
illiterate are women and the 
proportion of illiterate women 
varies widely by region. In 2002, 
Sustainable, 
agriculture, rural 
development 
and poverty 
reduction 
depend on 
unleashing 
women’s 
contribution to 
household food 
security and 
income, 
improving 
access to 
resources and 
services and 
enhancing the 
benefits of policy 
reforms for their 
economic and 
social well-being 
and 
empowerment. 
 
Sustainable 
Agriculture and 
Rural Development 
(SARD) 
 
Agriculture and rural 
development are 
sustainable when they 
are ecologically sound, 
economically viable, 
socially just, culturally 
appropriate, humane 
and based on a 
scientific approach. 
 
Rural development 
policy must aim to meet 
the nutritional and other 
human needs of present 
and future generations; 
and maintain and where 
possible enhance the 
productive and 
regenerative capacity of 
the natural resource 
base., It must also 
provide for the durable 
employment of those 
generations, reduce 
their vulnerability and 
strengthen their self-
reliance  
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What are the Policy Goals? 
 Improve gender equality in laws, policies, 
programmes and institutions and in access to 
natural, financial, physical, social, and other 
resources, services and institutions. 
 Promote programmes that build the capacities, 
knowledge, skills and power of women and 
girls at all levels and that empower them 
through information, communication, 
networking, and the exchange of experiences. 
 Develop the indicators and means to measure, 
monitor and evaluate the contribution of 
women to agriculture and rural development 
and the differential effects of policies and 
programmes on men and women’s lives, 
including the benefits of gender 
mainstreaming for women and their 
communities. 
 Involve women in agriculture and rural 
development policies, programmes and 
decision making at community, national and 
international levels. 
 
The Policy Issues 
Denial of fundamental rights  
In most developing countries, women have fewer 
and weaker rights than men because of biases in 
both formal and customary laws, the division of 
labour, and social norms and values. Restricted 
rights to land, for example, do not only undermine 
rural women’s social and economic power, but 
also their access to financial services, 
technological inputs, extension and training, and 
participation in community councils and elections. 
Policies and programmes that reduce gender 
disparities in access to resources, services and 
institutions contribute to gender equality and 
increase women’s potential as motors of 
sustainable agriculture and rural development. 
 
Low education hinders empowerment 
Illiterate and poorly educated rural women have 
greater difficulty in accessing markets and 
services and often receive unequal treatment 
when they do. Low education levels and domestic 
responsibilities undermine women’s involvement 
in productive employment and public decision-
making.  
 
Double days of invisible employment 
Women play an important role in agriculture in 
all parts of the world, but in some regions they 
carry out the bulk of agricultural labour, 
sometimes on their own. Work in livestock 
raising, food processing and marketing, and in 
home-based jobs, micro-enterprises, and other 
off farm employment are also part of rural 
women’s livelihoods, but are often informal and 
casual in nature, making this work difficult to 
recognize.  In addition, the domestic and 
reproductive tasks that women perform at 
home, such as collecting fuel wood and water 
and caring for children and the elderly, are 
generally not considered economic activities 
and therefore not counted as “work”. Projects 
and technological innovations that neglect such 
women’s tasks can lead to an increased work 
burden for women and a decline in household 
well being. Rural women’s work is rarely 
disaggregated in national statistics and 
censuses making it difficult to assess their 
precise economic contribution and disparities 
in remuneration and working conditions 
between men and women.  
 
 
 Limited participation  
Cultural and social norms against women’s 
ownership of land, management of money, 
engagement in business and speaking out in 
front of men prevent women from fully 
participating in rural organizations. Women’s 
limited free time can also prevent them from 
participating in organizations and decision 
making. For example, agricultural cooperatives 
usually allow only one member from each 
household to join and, as a result, their 
members are usually male. 
 
 Slow progress 
Progress in implementing the 
recommendations of the Beijing Declaration 
and Platform for Action (1995), to empower 
women and promote gender equality has been 
slow. One main reason is that policies tend to 
evaporate in planning and implementation 
processes due to, lack of staff capacity, 
organisational culture and attitudes, resistance 
to the notion of gender equality and staff 
‘simplification’ of the gender issue. 
 
What are the Policy Options? 
Improve access to financial services 
Improve rural women’s capacities to 
accumulate, manage and invest financial 
assets and to access financial services. Micro-
finance policies and programmes that permit 
small savings and loans and group accounts, 
build illiterate women’s numeracy skills, and 
provide mobile banking facilities are critical for 
increasing the financial power of poor rural 
women. . 
 
Secure rights to land and natural 
resources 
Improve the clarity, security, and independence 
of women’s property rights to reduce the 
chances of eviction, improve household food 
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security and provide opportunities for longer 
term economic and environmental investments.  
 
Support legal reform and information 
and communication campaigns 
Legal reform is sometimes necessary for 
gender equality, Legal changes concerning 
property, family and succession law on one 
hand and agrarian law on the other can be 
particularly relevant for improving rural 
women’s rights for access to and control of 
natural resources. Although many countries 
have already implemented progressive 
legislation, this needs to be accompanied by 
legal literacy, advocacy and support services, 
as well as broad, integrated awareness 
campaigns. This is essential for rural women to 
be able, in practice, to claim their rights and 
represent their own interests in fora that take 
decisions on their behalf and for rural men to 
become sufficiently sensitized to allow them to 
do so.  
 
Increase access to basic education 
Increase school enrolment and attendance of 
rural girls by offering school feeding 
programmes, developing curricula in local 
languages, reducing or abolishing school fees, 
and providing income support to enable poor 
rural households to reduce reliance on child 
labour.  Increase female adult literacy and 
numeracy by establishing mobile schools and 
incentive programmes for rural teachers. 
Mainstream gender into educational planning, 
policies, and infrastructure development.  
Develop educational materials and 
pedagogical methods of direct relevance to 
and appropriate for rural women’s livelihoods. 
 
Enable participation 
Governments and development agencies can 
encourage rural women’s participation and 
involvement in civic affairs at local, regional, 
and national levels by: 
• Increasing their access to rural radio and 
other participatory communication 
platforms, as well as adapting these to 
include issues of interest to rural women 
and opportunities for rural women to share 
their own perspectives and aspirations. 
• Ensuring that women occupy a share of 
leadership positions in existing institutions 
and by supporting women-only 
organizations, which offer rural women 
greater opportunities to speak up, 
participate and lead.  
• Employing female trainers in capacity 
building, information and extension 
programmes and services and adjusting 
training schedules to accommodate 
women's seasonal and daily availability. 
• Sensitising men about the benefits and 
moral imperative of women’s participation 
in decision making, institution building and 
management, planning, programming and 
policy making. 
 
Improve monitoring and evaluation 
Develop more robust and systematic 
mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating the 
impacts of gender mainstreaming on gender 
equality, and ensure that gender sensitive input, 
performance and progress indicators are 
incorporated at key stages of agriculture and 
rural development programme and policy 
processes. Support national statistic offices 
and rural development programmes to improve 
the quality and collection of gender 
disaggregated data, ensure that sufficient 
funds are allocated to monitoring and 
evaluation, disaggregate programme budget 
processes by allocations to gender and support 
gender sensitization to overcome bias and 
cultural resistance.  
 
Improve implementation processes and 
expand areas of intervention 
To overcome the tendency for gender related 
policy commitments to evaporate in planning 
and implementation processes: 
• Systematically prioritise gender focused 
policy and programme interventions for 
rural areas 
• Expand Poverty Reduction Strategies to 
encompass sectoral strategies of particular 
benefit to rural women. 
• Improve socio-economic and gender 
analysis through training and participatory 
needs assessments and systematically 
identify specific interventions of direct 
benefit to rural women. 
• Support staff and community gender 
sensitization programmes to address 
discriminatory attitudes, behaviours and 
practices. 
• Ensure that rural development 
programmes address issues that are 
crucial of women’s empowerment, such as 
political participation, violence against 
women and family law. 
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Global Commitments: 
The Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW), an international bill 
of rights for women, was adopted in 
1979 and ratified by 179 countries by 
2004.  
 
The Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action, adopted by 189 countries in 
1995, and Beijing +5, reflects an 
international commitment to the goals 
of equality, development and peace for 
all women everywhere. 
 
In September 2000, the UN Millennium 
Declaration was unanimously adopted 
at the United Nations Millennium 
Summit. World leaders agreed to a set 
of goals and targets that are now called 
Millennium Development Goals.. Goal 3 
is: “Empower women and promote 
equality between women and men”. 
This goal is widely recognized as being 
essential to achieving the other seven 
Millennium Development Goals as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contacts 
 
Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO): 
 
Eve Crowley 
Eve.Crowley@fao.org 
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Tools and Resources 
 
SEAGA-Socio-Economic 
and Gender Analysis 
Programme 
www.fao.org/sd/SEAGA 
 
United Nations Inter-
Agency Network on 
Women and Gender 
Equality 
www.un.org/womenwatch 
 
 
The “SARD and…” 
Policy Briefs are 
designed to encourage 
and assist governments 
develop and implement 
policies to achieve 
sustainable agriculture 
and rural 
development. 
 
This series is produced 
by the SARD 
Initiative, a multi-
stakeholder framework 
established to support 
the transition to 
people-centred 
sustainable agriculture 
and rural 
development. It is led 
by civil society, 
supported by 
governments and inter-
governmental agencies 
and facilitated by 
FAO. 
www.fao.org/sard/en/i
nit/index. 
html  
 
